THE RISE OF THE NOBILITY
emphasis laid upon their elective privileges while the
descendants of Jagiello occupied the throne.
The Poles of noble extraction constituted, at the out-
side, less than five per cent, of the population of Poland.
In the latter half of the fifteenth century and the first half
of the sixteenth, by combining on terms of unexampled
equality, they contrived to exclude the other ninety-five
per cent, of Poles from all share in die government of the
country, to make the freemen of the countryside nothing
better tban serfs, and to deprive the burghers of every-
thing but some poor municipal rights. Their attack on
the freedom of die peasants began in the reign of Casi-
mir IV., and was the direct consequence of the war upon
the Teutonic Knights. The result of that war, it will be
remembered, was to give Poland, among other things,
possession of the Baltic port of Danzig. The acquisition
of this new outlet for Polish agricultural products, and
the demand for them in Western Europe, caused an
agricultural revival in Poland. The richest wheatlands
of Central Europe were held by the Polish gentry, and
the most accessible timber areas by those of Lithuania.
With a good and convenient channel of export, trade
grew by leaps and bounds, and unprecedented prosperity
filled the pockets of a community hitherto primitive and
simple in its tastes.
Naturally, more and more land was cultivated and put
under crops, and naturally, the demand for agricultural
labour grew in proportion. Thereupon the nobles
sought to secure the servitude of formerly free peasants
by force of coercion and fraud. No justification, legal or
moral, could be found for the contention they raised that
the Polish peasant was the property of the landlord, or
by any other means or manner tied to the soil, except in
virtue of his occupation of it. Indeed, the history of the
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